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Calvin’s vision of the interim cosmos
‘All	 the	world’s	a	stage’,	says	Jaques	 in	Shakespeare’s	As You Like 
It.	It	is	an	axiom	that	Calvin	could	assent	to	–	‘God	has	set	us	on	a	
stage’,	he	once	remarked.1	For	although	he	had	little	time	for	theatre	
as	 box-office	 entertainment,	Calvin	did	 compare	his	 concept	 of	 the	
divine-human	 relationship	 to	 ‘theatre’.	 He	 took	 his	 cue	 both	 from	








in	 the	objective	 terrestrial	 context,	 environment,	or	 in	nature,	 to	 all	
of	which	he	had	a	completely	appreciative	attitude,	like	the	author	of	
Psalm	104.

























slothfulness,	 lovelessness,	 bad	 behaviour,	 idolatrous	 addictions,	
arrogance,	 contempt,	 self-righteousness,	 hypocrisy,	 and	 so	 on	 –	 all	
derived	from	the	toxic	impact	of	sin	on	the	human	condition,	resulting	
in	 the	 pollution	 of	 the	 human	 heart.	 In	 short,	Calvin	 is	 primarily	 a	
broadcaster	of,	and	commentator	on	the	ecclesia militans,	visible	and	




For	Calvin,	Geneva	was	 a	microcosm	 of	 this	 scenario,	with,	 as	
Shakespeare’s	 Jaques	 says,	 ‘men’	 and	 ‘women’	 as	 ‘players’	 having	
‘their	exits	and	their	entrances’.	Dramas,	tragic	or	absurd,	are	constantly	
re-enacted.	Certainly,	when	one	looks	at	the	records	of	the	Genevan	


















contradict	 that.9	 Such	 things	 could	 hardly	 have	 happened	 if	Calvin	
had	been	the	awesome,	tyrannical,	theocratic	dictator	of	legend,	and	
‘Pope’	of	Geneva.10
And	 Geneva?	 –	 ‘the	 most	 perfect	 school	 of	 Christ	 that	 ever	
was	 on	 earth	 since	 the	 days	 of	 the	Apostles’,	whose	 ‘manners	 and	
religion	 to	 be	 so	 sincerely	 reformed,	 I	 have	 not	 seen	 in	 any	 other	
place’.11	So	reckoned	John	Knox	famously.	My	own	view	of	 this	 is	







This	 general	 and	 particular	 picture	 has	 been	 sketched	 because	 it	 is	
essentially	Calvin’s	own.	Moreover,	the	aim	here	is	to	recall	Calvin,	
both	 the	 person	 and	 the	 religious	 thinker,	with	 some	 semblance	 of	
authenticity	 and	 reality.	This	 is	 not	 easy.	The	 conventional	 Calvin,	





mind	of	great	 coherence,	 power	 and	 influence,	 a	Titan	of	 the	 faith,	
the	architect	of	a	great	‘system’	of	theology,	although	Calvin	was	not	
a	writer	of	Calvinist,	 systematic	dogmatics.13	Up	 to	our	own	 times,	
the	bulk	of	Calvin-friendly	studies	has	been	concerned	with	him	as	
a	 teacher	of	 doctrine,	 in	 the	quest	 of	 a	 ‘usable	Calvin’.	As	 a	guide	
to	 truth	he	can	participate	as	a	 ‘familiar	contemporary’	shorn	of	all	
distracting	historical	or	personal	apparel.14
There	 is,	 however,	 the	 other	 Calvin.	 This	 is	 the	 self-effacing	
human,	private	one,	but	also	(like	St	Paul)	not	always	able	to	exercise	
self-control,	 and	 so	 troubled	 with	 spiritual	 anxieties,	 theological	
doubts,	 and	 secular	 commotions.	 This	 Calvin	 is	 less	 familiar	 –	 in	
great	contrast	to	some	like	Luther	or	Augustine,	whose	egos	and	self-
presentation	skills	were	much	more	developed.	
There	 are	 several	 reasons	 for	 the	 hidden	 Calvin.	 One	 is	 that	
a	 corollary	 of	 the	 tendency	 to	make	 a	 doctrinal	 icon	 out	 of	Calvin	




of	 himself	 do	 not	 correspond	 to	 his	 perceived	 image.	 Rather,	 he	
describes	 himself	 as	 ‘modest’,	 ‘soft’,	 ‘mild’,	 or	 ‘naturally	 bashful’,	









the	 keynotes	 are	 self-denial	 and	 effacement.	 Often	 recalling	 Paul’s	
‘You	 are	 not	 your	 own’	 (1	Cor	 6:19),	 as	 the	 legitimizing	 surrender	
of	self,	he	remarks	that	‘Since	I	know	that	I	am	not	my	own	master,	












–	 Erasmian	 Humanism,	 Neoplatonism,	 Augustinianism,	 Thomism,	
Scotism,	 Stoicism,	 nominalism,	 scholasticism,	 Aristotelianism,	
Paulinism,	Lutheranism,	Conciliarism,	etc.	This	has	been	interesting,	
if	baffling.	Yet	if	truth	be	told,	it	has	had	little	impact	on	either	the	wider	







Some new directions in modern Calvin studies
Sectors	of	Calvin	research	in	the	last	forty	years	or	so	have	been	trying	
to	 escape	 the	 iron	 cage	 of	 the	 traditional	 presentations	 of	 a	 rather	
static,	lithographic	Calvin	that	one	sees	in	much	of	the	iconography.	
Such	portraiture	resembles	the	image	expressed	by	Winston	Churchill	
of	 Kevin	 O’Higgins,	 the	 Irish	 Free	 State	 leader	 in	 the	 1920s	 and	




is	demythologizing,	but	not	 in	a	devaluing	sense,	or	 in	 the	spirit	of	
various,	 influential	 forms	 of	 anti-Calvin	 propaganda	 grounded	 in	
religious,	academic	and	cultural	prejudice	or	folklore.	Rather,	it	is	a	
quest	for	the	fully	historical	Calvin,	for	the	Calvin	incarnate,	releasing	
him	 from	 the	 boilerplate	 representations	 of	 convention	 as	 well	 as	
T
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his	 several	 thousand	 sermons	 and	 letters	 as	 well.	 The	 publications	
list	 includes	 nine	 different	 versions,	 controlled	 by	 Calvin,	 of	 the	
Institutes.	He	also	states	there,	quoting	Augustine:	‘I	am	one	of	those	




















analytical	 and	 dispassionate	 –	 conservative.	 Secondly,	 rhetorical,	
which	 inspires	him	to	action	and	reorientation	–	progressive.	These	
co-exist	 uneasily,	 hence	 Bouwsma’s	 subtitle:	 A Sixteenth-Century 
Portrait.	 That	 is,	 Calvin	 embodies	 (creatively)	 the	 paradoxes	 of	
that	 century.	Rediscovered	and	prominent	 in	 this	book	are	Calvin’s	
repeated	caveats	about	the	‘labyrinth’	and	the	‘abyss’,26	losing	one’s	




Then,	 Bernard	Cottret.27	 He	 is	 concerned	 to	make	Calvin	more	











Further,	 echoing	 Bouwsma,	 he	 speaks	 of	 Calvin’s	 ‘parallel	 lives’,	
which	are	somewhat	disjunctive.





These	underestimate	 the	 integrating	and	 reconciling	power	of	 faith,	
which	 cannot	 be	 empirically	 demonstrated.	Anyway,	God	 does	 not	
make	 or	make	 use	 of	 perfectly	 integrated	 people,	 even	 if	 they	 are	
designated	as	‘saints’.	Be	that	as	it	may,	these	four	writers	and	others	
represent	 the	growing	 laicisation	of	Calvin	studies	(as	distinct	 from	
secularized,	 cultural	 Calvinism	 studies).	 There	 is	 no	 reason	 to	 be	
apprehensive	 about	 this.	Who	 knows	 the	ways	 of	 providence?	The	



















excommunication	 in	 1528.	Apparently	Gerald	Calvin	 had	 been	 too	
speculative	in	investing	clients’	or	diocesan	funds.	There	were	further	
quarrels	with	 the	church	over	 the	burial	of	Calvin’s	 father	when	he	












father	 destined	him	 for	 the	 priesthood,	 and	 to	 that	 end	was	 able	 to	
secure	church	benefices	 for	him	 that	would	help	pay	 for	his	higher	
education	 in	 Paris.	 Furthermore,	 due	 to	 his	 father’s	 professional	











aristocratic	 tendencies	 and	 reserve,	 and	 that	 this	 originates	 in	 these	

























John	Mair	 or	 Major,	 was	 one	 of	 his	 teachers,	 is	 now	 regarded	 as	
dubious.	During	any	overlap	in	Paris	between	Mair	and	Calvin,	Mair	
taught	in	a	different	college,	St	Barbe.	
In	 these	years	 there	was	great	 intellectual,	cultural	and	religious	
ferment	 and	 turmoil	 in	 Paris.	 Humanism,	 or	 classical	 studies,	 was	
challenging	 traditional	 philosophy,	 formal	 rhetoric	 was	 displacing	
metaphysics,	biblical	and	patristic	studies	were	sidelining	scholastic	
theology.	Notions	of	renovation,	renewal,	restoration,	purgation	and	
reform	of	 traditional	 systems	 and	 institutions,	 as	well	 as	 individual	
and	 social	 ethics,	 were	 also	 related	 to	 the	 church,	 especially	 by	
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for	 the	 Church’.32	 So	 he	was	 no	 youthful	 rebel	 in	 religion	 or	 easy	
convert	jumping	on	a	bandwagon.
After	 his	 father	 fell	 out	 with	 the	 church,	 he	 withdrew	 Calvin	








there.	He	seems	 to	have	wanted	 to	be	a	classical	 scholar,	 academic	
and	 teacher.	His	 first	 book,	 the	 commentary	 on	 Seneca,	which	 had	
no	religious	overtones,	signalled	that	intent.	The	fact	that	he	still	had	
















of	 the	 Papacy’.	All	 he	 says	 about	 this	 undated	 reorientation	 is	 not	
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necessarily	 that	 it	 was	 ‘sudden’	 as	 ‘unexpected’	 (also	 a	 meaning	
of	 subito),	 and	 that	 (with	 hindsight)	 it	 enabled	his	 escape	 from	 the	
‘abyss’.35	By	that	he	means	the	way	of	the	Catholic	church,	to	which	
he	had	been	so	devotedly	attached.	The	church,	he	came	to	believe,	
had	underestimated	 the	magnitude	of	 sin,	 treating	 it	 as	finite	 rather	
















Thereafter,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 realize	 that	Calvin	 had	no	 internal	
vocation	to	the	ministry	or	be	a	Reformer.	We	know	what	happened.	
Against	 his	 preference	 for	 peace	 and	 quiet	 to	 engage	 in	 private	
studies	and	writing,	he	was	intimidated	on	a	journey	through	Geneva	







A	 few	 months	 afterwards,	 Calvin	 received	 a	 second	 external	
call	 to	 the	 church	 ministry,	 which	 he	 initially	 waved	 away.	 The	








–	 he	would	 not	 only	minister	 unmolested	 to	 the	French	 church,	 he	
would	 also	 work	 as	 a	 part-time	 lecturer	 in	 biblical	 studies	 at	 the	













times	 in	 some	other	way	 than	on	 the	 cross	 of	 being	 in	Geneva,	 on	




Geneva	was	 to	 act	 as	 feeder	 for	 the	Reformation	 in	 France	 and	 to	
nourish	Reformation	movements	 elsewhere	 in	Europe,	 in	 the	west:	
the	Netherlands,	the	Rhineland	Palatinate,	England,	and	Scotland,	and	
in	the	east:	Hungary	and	Poland.	And	by	the	1550s,	Calvin’s	writings	
were	 also	 influential	 among	 Reformation	 sympathizers	 in	 Spain	
(partly	due	to	the	link	via	the	Spanish	Netherlands).
However,	 as	 Calvin	 rightly	 anticipated,	 the	 second	 Genevan	
ministry,	 despite	 positive	 and	 influential	 achievements,	 was	 indeed	
largely	a	way	of	the	Cross.	This	time,	however,	he	was	more	equipped	
for	 it,	 especially	 internally.	 He	 had,	 as	 he	 said,	 sacrificed	 himself	
to	 the	 ministry	 of	 the	 Lord,	 annihilating	 personal	 predisposition,	
preferences	 and	 identity.40	His	 insistence	 on	 having	 no	 funeral	 and	




to	 himself).41	 Calvin’s	 odyssey,	 therefore,	 was	 away	 from	 himself	
to	 God	 and	 towards	 his	 neighbours.	 Contrary	 to	 anti-Reformation	
propaganda,	Reformers	like	Calvin	despised	subjective	individualism	
and	the	primacy	of	self-concern,	which	he	saw	as	the	antithesis	of	the	




and	 repentance,	 reconciliation	 banquets,	 and	 ecclesial	 society.	 In	
these	 respects,	he	 tried	 to	be	an	ambassador	of	Christ	 in	 the	world.	
Religion	 is	 not	 private,	 it	 is	 public.	This	was	 another	 reason,	 apart	
from	theological	ones,	why	he	considered	Anabaptists,	Spiritualists,	
and	 other	 perfectionist	 and	 secessionist	 movements	 as	 posing	 a	
sectarian	threat	equal	to	that	of	the	Papacy.43	Calvin	is	assuredly	not	
the	father	of	private	or	individualized	Christianity,	or	modern	multi-
denominationalism,	 even	 if	 he	was	quite	 relaxed	 about	 diversity	 of	
forms	and	secondary	practices.
Select controversies and misconceptions




–	 as	 reinforced	 in	 recent	 times	 by	Nicolas	Tyacke.44	 Calvin	 stated:	
‘I	am	assured	in	my	conscience	that	what	I	have	taught	and	written	
on	 predestination	 did	 not	 grow	 in	 my	 brain,	 rather	 that	 I	 hold	 it	
from	God.’45	This	is	in	response	to	the	criticism	that	he	is	indulging	
in	 unreformed	 curiosity	 and	 speculation.	He	means	 that	 he	 finds	 it	
is	 corroborated	 in	 Scripture	 –	 hence	 in	 1562,	 he	 preached	 thirteen	
sermons	on	the	election	of	Jacob	and	the	damnation	of	Esau.	Before	
denouncing	Calvin	 for	 this	 doctrine,	 people	 should	 also	 try	 to	 read	
those	 sermons,	 as	 that	 is	 how	 he	 tried	 to	 explain	 the	 notion	 to	 the	
people.	 Published	 in	 1579,	 they	 were	 also	 published	 in	 English	











be	 made.	 First:	 Some	modern	 Calvin-friendly	 writers	 tend	 to	 play	
down	 the	 importance	 of	 his	 doctrine	 on	 the	matter	 by	 pointing	 out	
that	 in	 the	 Institutes,	 there	are	only	 four	chapters	out	of	eighty-two	
devoted	to	the	matter,	so	that	it	cannot	be	a	major	item	in	his	theology.	
Yet	 apart	 from	 the	 sermons	 mentioned	 already,	 he	 also	 published	
two	books	on	the	matter,	and	cites	the	doctrine	in	his	commentaries.	
So	 playing	 down	 the	 doctrine	 in	 Calvin	 will	 not	 work.	 Secondly:	
Despite	 this,	he	 refrained	 from	making	 the	doctrine	a	stipulation	of	
fellowship	and	unity	of	faith	with	other	Reformation	churches,	some	
of	whose	representatives,	like	Melanchthon	and	the	Swiss	Zwinglian	
churches,	 counselled	 reticence.	 The	 church	 in	 Berne,	 the	 Genevan	
church’s	 overseer,	 told	 the	 Genevan	 City	 Council	 in	 1555	 that	 for	
the	sake	of	religious	peace	and	the	avoidance	of	scandal	‘the	secrets	
of	God’	should	 remain	secret.47	Thirdly:	At	first	 sight,	 it	 looks	as	 if	




is	 public	 opposition	 to	 the	 doctrine.48	And	 then:	 The	 doctrine	 was	
not	 inserted	 in	 the	Genevan	 confession	 of	 faith	 or	 catechisms	 –	 or	
Reformed	confessions	anywhere	else	until	the	seventeenth	century.	
Lastly:	 There	 is	 one	 revealing	 piece	 of	 evidence	 that	 double	
predestination	was	not	 imposed	 in	Geneva	with	Procrustean	 rigour.	
In	1553,	an	ordinary	working	man,	a	French	refugee,	was	called	 to	
the	 Consistory,	 the	 joint	 church-state	 disciplinary	 body.	 This	 was	
Robert	Lemoine,	who	liked	to	sound	off	in	taverns	with	provocative	
religious	ideas	of	a	radical	kind.	The	Consistory	questioned	him	and	







historical	 or	 contemporary,	 even	 if	 intimations	 of	 it	 are	 found	 in	
Augustine,	the	obscure	Gottschalk,	and	Scripture.50
2.	The Servetus affair.	 From	 a	modern	 perspective,	 of	 course,	 this	
cause	célèbre	is	appalling	and	shameful.	Thereby,	Genevan	Christian	
society	 displayed	 its	 medieval	 side.	 However,	 at	 the	 time	 it	 was	
encouraged	 and	 lauded	 internationally	 and	 ecumenically	 almost	
without	exception.	The	benefit	for	the	Genevan	Reformation	was	that	
it	gained	the	much	needed	credentials	for	universality	and	catholicity.	
One	 has	 to	 say	 that	 although	 much	 has	 been	 written	 about	 it,	 the	
whole	affair	and	Calvin’s	role	in	it	is	still	awaiting	a	comprehensive,	
dispassionate	 study.51	 There	 is	 the	 riddle	 of	 why	 Servetus,	 whose	












seems	 to	him	 that	his	duty	 is	 to	convict	heresies	by	doctrine	 rather	
than	pursue	them	by	[penal]	means,	since	he	does	not	hold	the	sword	
of	justice.’53
So,	 hesitation	 in	Calvin?	There	 have	 been	 suggestions	 by	 some	
that	 on	 the	 issue	 of	 capital	 punishment	 of	 heretics,	 Calvin	 had	
evolved	from	a	 liberal	 to	a	hard-line	position.	There	 is	no	evidence	







His	book	of	the	following	year,	1554,	Defence of the Orthodox Faith,	
includes	 the	defence	of	 capital	 punishment	 for	blasphemous	heresy	
of	this	order.	Yet,	in	reality,	was	he	uncertain,	in	conflict	with	himself	









as	denial	of	 the	Trinity	was	assessed.	 It	would	have	been	 the	 same	
anywhere	else.	Incidentally,	evidence	for	Calvin’s	sense	of	proportion	
was	 shown	 two	years	earlier,	 in	1551.	 Jerome	Bolsec	had	caused	a	
rumpus	in	Geneva	by	publicly	denouncing	double	predestination	on	
the	 basis	 that	 it	made	God	 into	 a	 tyrannical	 Jupiter	 and	 the	 author	
of	 sin	 and	 evil.	 Militant	 ministers	 wanted	 to	 press	 capital	 charges	
for	blasphemy,	but	Calvin	did	not	support	 that.	 Instead,	Bolsec	was	
expelled.	
Furthermore,	 five	 years	 after	 the	 Servetus	 affair,	 in	 1558,	 a	





that	he	did	not	have	 in	1553,	 the	query	 is	–	did	he	 intervene?	This	
is	 not	 yet	 known.	 Incidentally,	 poor	Gentile	was	 executed	 in	more	
liberal	Berne	eight	years	later	on	the	same	charge	–	something	that	has	
escaped	the	historiographical	headlines.57

























two	accounts	of	Calvin,	and	a	 third	 ten	years	 later.58	This	was	with	
hesitation,	 since	 they	were	 aware	of	Calvin’s	 contempt	of	 celebrity	
status.	Compared	to	other	Reformation	centres,	Geneva	was	always	
very	 low	key	 about	 the	heritage	of	 the	Reformation	 and	of	Calvin.	
One	of	these	accounts	presents	mainly	‘Calvin	the	mind’,	or	spiritual	
exemplar,	an	approach	still	influential	in	our	times.	The	other	includes	
















early	 encyclopaedist	 Pierre	Bayle	 (1647–1702)	 exposed	 the	myths.	
Yet	the	popular	impact	of	the	demon-image	was	indelible.	Up	to	the	
late	 nineteenth	 century,	 the	 Bolsec	 biography,	 even	 if	 discredited,	
was	 still	 being	 published.	 Its	 French	 Catholic	 editor	 affirmed	 that	
‘Calvin’s	 memory	 has	 been	 the	 object	 of	 fetishism	 and	 idolatry	
greatly	 in	 excess	 of	 the	 alleged	 adoration	 of	 the	 saints	 and	 images	
attributed	 to	Catholics.’61	That	 can	 only	 refer	 to	Calvin’s	 theology,	
since	Reformed	writers,	aware	of	Genevan	inhibition,	had	produced	
no	 notable	 biography	 of	 Calvin	 for	 two-and-a-half	 centuries,	 from	
about	1660	to	1900.	
Incidentally,	 between	 1581	 and	 1585,	 a	 Scottish	 Catholic	





‘biography’	of	him.	 In	 this	bumper	edition	of	heretical	 lives,	Laing	
also	inveighed	wickedly	against	David	Fergusson,	one	of	the	leaders	
of	the	Kirk	presbyterian	party	associated	with	Andrew	Melville.	The	
enterprise	was	 part	 of	 a	 contemporary	 strategy	 to	 encourage	 James	
to	 convert	 to	Catholicism,	 especially	 after	 his	 fall	 out	with	George	
Buchanan,	by	denigrating	the	Reformation,	the	reputations	of	Calvin	
and	Knox,	and	Presbyterianism.





his	 writings.	 The	 essential	 thing	 to	 recognize	 is	 that	 in	 relation	 to	
England	and	Scotland	or	any	other	country	including	France,	Geneva	









that	 England	was	more	 the	 sphere	 of	 influence	 of	 other	Reformers	
like	 Bucer,	 Melanchthon,	 and	 especially	 Bullinger,	 and	 that	 in	






The	 nature	 of	 Calvin’s	 personal	 engagement	 with	 England	was	
almost	 exclusively	 literary.	 The	 form	 was	 chiefly	 dedications	 of	
biblical	 commentaries	 to	 a	 string	 of	 pro-Reformation	 leaders,	 like	
Somerset,	Edward	VI,	and	Elizabeth,	as	well	as	correspondence	with	
eminent	figures	like	Archbishops	Cranmer	and	Parker,	Bishop	Grindal	















contending	 parties	 and	 tendencies	 had	 recourse	 to	 him	 as	 probably	
sympathetic	 to	 their	 side	 –	 or	 that	 he	 would	 be	 if	 he	 were	 better	
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for	 theological	 books	 in	 England	 was	 Calvin.	 And	 a	 remarkable	
statistic	is	that	between	1559	and	1603,	there	were	three	times	more	
translations	 (ninety-three)	of	Calvin	works	 into	English	 than	 in	any	
other	language.66
As	 regards	 Scotland:67	 by	 the	 time	 the	 Scottish	 Reformation	
was	legalized	(1567),	Calvin	had	been	dead	for	three	years.	Though	
acquainted	 with	 Scots	 since	 his	 Paris	 days	 in	 various	 contexts,	 he	
knew	 little	 about	 Scotland	 despite	 its	 ancient	 alliance	 with	 France	
where	there	were	similar	underground,	prototype	Reformed	churches.	






subject	 to	 French	 influence,	 in	 particular	 her	 uncles,	 the	 detested	
Guises.	And	after	 the	affair	of	 the	First Blast,	his	 relationship	with	
Knox	was	now	a	bit	strained	–	as	with	England,	the	chief	guarantor	of	
Reformation	Scotland.	Accordingly	Calvin’s	involvement	was	reactive	
rather	 than	 proactive.	He	 dedicated	 no	writings	 to	 sympathizers	 or	
leaders	there.	Ironically,	Scotland	eventually	came	to	be	perceived	as	
a	Mecca	of	‘Calvinism’	and	paragon	of	Reformed	‘purity’.
The	 sudden	 Reformation	 victory	 surprised	 Calvin,	 who	 told	
Knox	he	was	‘astonished	at	such	incredible	progress.’69	Yet	until	the	
abdication	of	Mary	Stewart	in	1567,	the	victory	was	uncertain,	since	
the	 parliamentary	 legislation	 lacked	 the	 necessary	 royal	 assent	 till	
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then.	 Though	 hamstrung	 legally	 and	 financially,	 the	 small	 General	
Assembly	had	drafted	a	Reformation	programme	in	1560.	Parliament	
accepted	the	Confession of Faith and	abolished	Catholicism	(though	
not	bishoprics).	There	was	no	regulative	legislation	beyond	that.












Protestant	 political	 leaders	 loyal	 to	 Mary	 played	 the	 conservative	
Calvin	against	Knox	and	the	militants.	
The	 foundational	 documents	 of	 the	 Reformed	 Kirk:	 the	 Scots 
Confession,	 the	First Book of Discipline,	 and	 the	 liturgical	Book of 
Common Order bear	Calvin’s	clear	genetic	imprint	on	many	essentials.	
On	church	polity,	Knox,	 like	Calvin,	was	not	a	doctrinaire	‘Presby-
terian’,	 though	 both	 subscribed	 to	 ministerial	 parity	 and	 effective	
discipline.	 The	 Book of Discipline envisaged	 ‘superintendents’	 on	
the	Lutheran	model.	Dogmatic	Presbyterianism	de iure divino	 only	
developed	 later	 in	 Scotland	 with	 Andrew	 Melville,	 in	 line	 with	
Beza	in	Geneva,	Cartwright	in	England	and	Travers	in	Ireland.	That	
episcopacy	 was	 not	 actually	 outlawed	 in	 Reformation	 Scotland	
accounts	for	the	long	struggle	between	bishop	and	presbytery	until	the	
eventual	victory	of	the	latter	in	1690.	Ironically,	it	was	episcopalian	












5.	Calvin the kill-joy?	 Searching	 questions	 have	 been	 asked	 about	
Genevan	pastoral	 care,	 seen	by	 some	as	oppressively	disciplinarian	
based	 on	 the	 premise	 of	 enforceable	 sanctification	 and	 compulsory	
righteousness	 of	 an	 unremitting	 kind.	Theologically,	Calvin	 affirms	




Calvin	 is	unsympathetic	 to	people	unresponsive	 to	 the	Word.72	This	
would	be	on	the	grounds	that	God	does	not	enter	into	their	particular	
darkness.	 Does	 this	 account	 for	 the	 tendency	 of	 the	 Consistory	 to	
exercise	spiritual	correction	and	discipline	in	stubborn	cases	by	means	
of	haranguing,	personal	humiliation,	corporal	punishment,	and	exile?	
Or,	 coercion	 rather	 than	 commendation?	 This	 is	 a	 good	 question,	
although	 to	 be	 noted	 is	 that	 Calvin	 did	 not	 invent	 such	 a	 pastoral	
approach	–	 it	was	 already	 embedded	 in	 the	Christian	monastic	 and	
educational	traditions	as	well	as	the	abiding	Augustinian	legacy.	Jean-
Jacques	Rousseau	and	Jean	Piaget	had	not	yet	arrived	in	Geneva.
Irrespective	 of	 this	 –	 the	 idea	 that	 Calvin	was	 ineluctably	 anti-
human,	 anti-world,	 anti-beauty,	 anti-pleasure,	 and	 so	 the	 father	 of	
puritanical	 oppression,	 is	 not	 supported	 by	 the	 evidence.	 It	 is	 true,	






ostentatious	affluence,	 even	 in	dress	 and	make-up	–	but	 these	were	






holiness.	 Even	 so,	 Calvin	 insisted	 that	 people	 must	 be	 driven	 on,	
acknowledging	that	progress	for	most	is	feeble.
Calvin’s	 view	 that	 the	 good	 things	 of	 this	world	 should	 be	 not	
only	used,	but	also	relished,	is	evident.	While	urging	moderation	and,	
when	 necessary,	 frugality,	 he	was	 opposed	 to	 asceticism	 and	 Stoic	
indifference	 –	 ‘that	 insane	 and	 inhuman	 philosophy.’74	 He	 rejects	








While	 sharing	 the	 ancient	 strand	of	Christian	 tradition	 rejecting	
religious	 art	 that	 involves	 human	 or	 divine	 representation,	 Calvin	
was	otherwise	affirmative	of	art	and	fine	things	in	a	secular	context.	
‘Gold,	silver,	ivory,	marble	–	these	are	lovely	things,	which	God	has	








Paul’s	 remarks	on	marriage	as	 ‘a	 remedy	 for	 lust’	 are	 improper,	he	
says	–	 rather,	 it	 is	an	honourable	 thing	 in	 itself.82	He	acknowledges	
erotic	 attractiveness,	 when	 he	 says:	 ‘it	 need	 not	 be	 sin	 if	 a	 man	
chooses	 a	wife	 because	 of	 her	 shapely	 figure’.83	 Calvin	 does	 share	
the	standard	view	of	the	subordination	of	women	to	males,	although	
he	denies	that	this	implies	intrinsic	female	inferiority.	Yet	he	stresses	











of	Noyon,	 and	 that	 apart	 from	 the	Cathedral	 the	 only	 building	 left	
standing	was	 the	Calvin	family	home,	he	remarked	 that	 that	 indeed	
was	a	miracle.87
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